We Must Keep Our Heads above the Waves
get it signed and off by some fugitive ship before his chief
had scanned it too carefully.
Napoleon read the despatch.
"That is soft, not pointed enough."
Bourrienne looked up. Had he found the flaw?
But Napoleon had plunged into an outline of his own
victories on land, which he hoped might soften the blow
of the reverse at sea. That done, there was a pause in
the dictation—something unusual with Napoleon, who
was frowning as he reflected.
And he was troubled, feeling reluctant to criticize a
dead man and much preferring a more chivalrous gesture.
But here he was, marooned in a hostile land, with the sul-
tan of Turkey bearing down on him from the north; and
things were not going well in Paris. The French, brave as
they might be in battle, had never recovered from the
horrors of the Revolution. The news of a great reverse,
if put as that, might bring on a panic; and the Republic,
still a creaky structure, would fall in pieces, particularly
if he tacitly assumed the blame and they lost faith in
him. And then she could whistle away the great empire of
which he had dreamed.
As for the dead Brueys, he had been valiant enough, but
had shown criminal folly in remaining in the open sea off
Aboukir and not anchoring in the harbor of Alexandria
or the safe port of Corfu. He himself had suggested that.
True, he had not actually ordered it, and had left mat-
ters much to Brueys's judgment. But one thing was cer-
tain: Brueys and Villeneuve had not exerted the energy
or foresight he himself had shown on land. He did not let
such things happen; and he must abjure the blame.
Stifling what compunction he felt, he returned to the desk.
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